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	1. Contact

A/N - This is something I wrote a while ago and I'm just now getting around to working more on it. There's more, and it has an ending, but I'm not sure when I'll update this. So don't wait up at night for it. I will, just probably not regularly or soon. I've got a lot on my plate lately.
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**Chapter 1: First Contact **

Maybe this was a bad idea, Astrid thought even as her finger pressed the button underneath the dull brass 701. The old fashioned ding-dong thudded against her ribcage. She held her breath as no immediate response came. She could still run away. She could be a block an a half away before -

Footsteps. They echoed on the other side. Hardwood.

She realized that her hand still hung in the air and withdrew it back to her side as the deadbolt slid back with a heavy click. The antique doorknob turned and the door swung open.

"Hi," Astrid said. The other words dropped from her tongue and landed on the porch without a word.

She hadn't been sure what she expected the art student to look like, but it wasn't the young man she saw in the doorway. This "hiccup" was lean, tall, and had the most striking green eyes she had ever seen. Messy red-brown hair fell over his head and needed to lose about an inch.

"Hi," he said. He spoke with a kind smile, timid, slightly unsure.

She cleared her throat. "I'm Astrid. We spoke on the phone?"

"Oh!" His smile widened. His teeth weren't completely straight and the front two were slightly too large, but it fit his uneven grin well. Handsome, she might have said, if only to herself. "I should have know, I'm sorry. Uh, come in."

He stepped out of the way and Astrid crossed the threshold into his small, rented house. Her chances to escape dwindled as he closed the front door behind her. The main room smelled of turpentine and paint. Blank and half-painted canvases lay against the walls. Tubes of paint filled stained plastic crates. A half-eaten sandwich sat on a wooden stool.

"Did I interrupt?" Astrid asked.

"My bologna?" he smiled. It was more of a smirk, but without any sort of pretension, timeless even. "Not at all. So uh, are you ready to begin? The light is perfect right now."

She chest tightened. She could say no. "Sure."

He scooped up the sandwich with one hand. "Are you thirsty? Hungry? I can make you a bologna sandwich."

Astrid smiled without realizing. The knot in her stomach relaxed, but quickly tightened again. "No thank you."

He nodded. "Okay, I…uh, will leave you to it them. Just shout when you're ready."

He ducked into the kitchen, she assumed from the glimpse of off-white tile, and left her alone. Astrid sighed, forcing the air in and out slowly. She could still run. On the way, she had taken time to think over every possible escape plan and survival technique in the scenario that the mysterious artist turned out to be a creep. To her relief, there didn't seem to be anything of the sort about him. He had appeared as nervous about this as she was.

With the last of her prolonged sigh gone, she pulled her feet out of her boots. She worked methodically and kept her eyes on the swinging kitchen door. She unbuttoned her jeans, hesitated, and pushed them down her legs. Her underwear followed.

Why she had done it she would never be certain. A last attempt at freedom before the real world, perhaps. Maybe for the story to tell the girls on margarita night. Maybe because she _could_. When she had stood in the student's center coffee shop staring at the wanted ad for a nude model, something screamed in her head. Why not? She had ripped the slip of paper with the artist's number and called before her coffee was ready. Had she waited until after, she might not have done it.

Astrid unbuttoned her shirt and folded it onto the growing pile of clothing. Last came her bra. It didn't fold, but flopped onto the pile. Exposed. There was no other word for it. Were her breasts even? Had her underwear left a line? Had she shaved that morning? When he came through the door again, she would be naked; he would be clothed. Would he? Was this an elaborate rape hoax?

"I'm ready," Astrid said no one.

Hiccup reappeared from the door, fully clothed, sandwich gone. He didn't look at her as he stepped over to a red couch and padded the armrest. "Go ahead and sit down."

Astrid hesitated, and his eyes met hers.

"Are you okay?" He asked, his eyes locked on hers.

"Yes, I've never been naked in a man's house before," Astrid said quietly.

"Oh," Hiccup nodded. He blinked. "Really? I mean, I'm not saying I don't believe you, but…really?"

A pin poked her pride. She said sharply, "Why is that hard to believe?"

He stuttered and scratched the back of his neck. "I-I, uh, well, you're not exactly unattractive."

"I never had time," Astrid explained. The silence thickened and she longed for something to say. "The farthest anyone got was the zipper of my jeans."

Hiccup swallowed; his entire neck moved. "Well, you're safe here. I won't rape you. I promise. So…if you'd want to go ahead and sit down we can start before we lose anymore light."

Astrid stepped toward him and sat down on the couch. With his simple instructions, he guided her position, never touching, only pointing. He examined her with a look she couldn't understand. It was not lustful or even clinical. She watched him, watched his eyes as they floated over her body and moved it ever so slightly, to play with the shadows, he said. The sunlight streaming through the closed opaque curtains lit her perfectly, he said.

He stepped back. "Perfect, don't move."

He arranged his easel and stood to see her better. He began to dab in the array of colors. With the only sound of the wet brush against dry canvas, she let her eyes wander over the art-littered room.

"Look at me," he said softly.

Astrid looked back at him. His green eyes found hers. They wandered over her with the same expression, as if he were taking her apart, one tiny piece at a time and folding back the layers to expose the true underneath. While he painted, Astrid remained still, not from trying but from frozen limbs. Nerves stung up through her spine and legs and refused to move. Stage fright.

Slowly she began to relax. The soft light filtered in and warmed her bare skin. The worn material of the couch comforted her, pressing against the skin that she hid. He painted with his lips parted, eyes seeing colors and shapes that only he could, lost in the world that unfolded at the tip of his brush. The paintings behind him blurred. One caught her eye and she blinked until she saw it clearly.

"Look at me, Astrid," he said again, eyes on his brush. The painting stopped and he shifted his stare to her. "What is it?"

"Your eyes are the same color as the tree in that one," Astrid said without moving anything but her mouth.

He looked over his shoulder as the rest of his thin body followed. The painting was the first it a stack that leaned against the wall. The shifting, swaying colors of the trees matches his eyes with inhuman accuracy. He turned back around without a word and return to his easel.

"Keep looking at me," he said.

Astrid settled her stare back on him. He sat just outside the July sunlight. It touched only the tip of his worn shoes. Watching him felt like a foreign film; the words didn't matter. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, the sunlight shifted across the paint-smeared floor.

"That'll do for today," he said, swishing the flesh colored paint from his brush, as if he'd dipped into her skin. He set it down on the small, stained table. "The light's too different."

He stood and so did she. His stare lingered on the scenery painting as she pulled herself from her meditative place on the couch. She pulled up her legs and set her bare feet onto the floor, knees squeezed together. But again his eyes were not on her. He turned to his own painting and blinked, focusing his stare on her, as if her presence surprised him.

"I'll, uh, let you get dressed." He vanished into the kitchen.

Astrid began to dress. Each layer felt awkward and instructive, as unreal as her nakedness first had. The feeling diminished as she slipped on her shoes.

"I'm done," she said to the empty room.

He reappeared with a white envelope in hand. "Here's for the session. Five an hour. I know it's not much, but-" He shrugged. "Maybe one day I'll be rich and able to pay better."

"Then you could afford real models," Astrid said as she took the envelope. It felt sour, cheap.

"You were the best I've seen," he said. Paint dried on his arm. Perhaps he was no man at all, but paint.

Astrid laughed, a bit bitterly. He'd had other girls laying naked on the couch? Instead, she bit that thought back. "I've never been paid for being naked before, either."

"First time for everything," he smirked. Then it vanished. "Does that bother you?"

She shrugged. "Not really."

"Good, I'd love to schedule another session with you," he said eagerly, relieved.

"Okay," she nodded.

A brightness flooded his face like the afternoon sun. Beautiful. "What is your schedule like? I've got a lot of time between semesters."

"I'm open all these next two weeks," Astrid said.


	2. Muse

**Nude Model, Part 2**

Muse. That is what he called her. _His _muse.

For six straight days Astrid told her suspicious grandmother that she had met an old friend from elementary school who'd been kind enough to tour her around the city's hangouts. Luckily for Astrid, Grandma didn't ask too many questions that couldn't be quickly covered with small lies.

"I'm going out to see Lily," Astrid lied as she stepped into her shoes.

"In that?" Grandma asked, wiping her soapy hands on her worn apron and pointing a pudgy finger at Astrid's shirt. "That's something a prostitute would wear."

Astrid looked down at her red shirt. It was not revealing, but tight. She argued, "No it's not. This is my favorite shirt."

"It's too snug." Grandma shook her head. "You dress like that and you'll have those city guys following you around. Is that what you want? You trying to impress these hip, young city boys?"

Astrid rolled her eyes. She could see where her mother got her suspicious accusations. God, she hoped she wouldn't turn out that way. "No, Grandma."

"Then go change."

"I don't have time. I'm already late." Astrid pulled her bag over her shoulder and went through the door before Grandma could formulate a counter argument.

Astrid rubbed her temples in the backseat of the taxi. It sped through the traffic and through the hub of the city and stopped abruptly on the other side, in the college side of town, right in front of Hiccup's little house. She paid the driver and jogged up the sidewalk to the porch.

Oh, if her Grandmother knew that her time had been spent posing naked in a single, straight man's house, her frail old heart would implode. That was a very good reason enough to lie about it.

Hiccup met her at the door in a paint stained t-shirt and a pair of worn jeans that hugged his backside, although she wouldn't tell him so. His green eyes lingered just a moment too long on her chest, justifying her argument with Grandma.

"Hey," he said, smiling under a slight blush as he stepped aside and ushered her inside. "Just in time, I've got it all set up."

The easel, the couch, the paint, and even the shadows were just as they had been the afternoon before. Hiccup vanished into the kitchen while Astrid quickly shed her clothes. It felt much warmer than it had before.

"I'm ready," Astrid said. Hiccup reappeared. "It's hot in here."

Hiccup quickly turned his gaze to the floor. "Yeah, my air conditioner is busted. The guy is coming to look at it Monday. I can open a few windows, get a draft going."

Astrid sat down on the couch while Hiccup jogged between the kitchen window and one in a room at the back of the house beside the bathroom, the bedroom she suspected. It helped very little. The July humidity stuck to her skin.

"Does the heat not bother you?" Astrid asked as Hiccup came back into the room. He wore socks.

"Not really," he shrugged. "I mean I'm warm, but I'm not miserable."

Astrid tried to mimic the pose he had set her in, but she could never do it exactly right. Before he sat down on his stool he stepped over to her.

"Just a tiny bit this way," he instructed. He didn't touch her. His graceful hand hovered just above her skin, close enough that the heat from him fell down to her. He adjusted her arms, her legs, and then her hair. For this, he touched her. He tousled a few loose waves and twirled them around his finger before letting them fall. At last he said, "Perfect."

He stepped away carefully, as though one false move could cause the entire pose to crumble. Paint smeared across his forearm and colors met others and become new ones she'd never seen. He dabbed away quickly at his arm, then brought the brush to the canvas in delicate strokes.

"Do you want to see it?" Hiccup asked when the light had faded.

Astrid peeled herself from the couch and tiptoed to the easel. At once, she did not believe what she saw.

"It's beautiful," she said.

"Is something wrong?" Hiccup asked, eyes on her.

"No, it's just…this is beautiful, and it's me." Astrid kept her eyes on the woman in the painting, lying on a couch similar to the one she had. Her hair flounced perfectly and her flawless skin shone like gold.

"It is you," Hiccup said.

Astrid blinked. "Me, but not me."

"It's how I see you," Hiccup said plainly. "I had a teacher my first semester that said artists can see thing that no one else can. I didn't know what he was talking about until I started painting more."

"What do you mean?" Astrid asked.

"It's weird, but it's kind of like how I can see shadows and light and see how they mix and play together." Hiccup shrugged as he washed his brush. "I notice more things, I guess. Like how there is purple in the shadow or red in the light."

"Ah," Astrid nodded. She understood, but she didn't.

Hiccup stood up and paused. "I-I started painting another one from memory. Do you want to see it?"

He'd taken a fistful of his shirt. Did he notice? Astrid look around at all the paintings that hadn't moved in the time she'd known him. None of them were of her. "Yes."

He stepped into the kitchen and returned not a second later with a canvas. He turned it around as thought it might shatter. "I, uh, moved it before you got here."

"Wow," Astrid gasped. The painted woman stood at the window in an ethereal light. Her hair fell down her back in yellow messed curls and waves. Shadows played along her exposed hipbones.

"I couldn't sleep and I kept thinking about you and the painting and I started painting another one." Hiccup smiled warmly. "I haven't been kept awake by a painting in a long time. It's nice to have a muse again."

He looked at her with that look that shattered her anxieties. She didn't feel naked. She didn't feel exposed at all.

Her stomach gave a small complaint and the heat suffocated her. "Hey, I told my Grandma that I was eating out. You want to head somewhere out of the heat for something?"

Hiccup looked down at his feet. "Money's not exactly flowing right now. I paid rent this morning."

"It's on me, then," Astrid smiled. She winked, "I got paid today."

Once Astrid dressed and Hiccup washed the paint from his hands and arms, they walked a few blocks to a local café. The dark painted walls and yellow lighting where less than glamorous, but the cool air more than made up the difference. The sun lowered over the city as they ate and people came and went, several lingered in the cool air like them.

"Does your grandma not know you're out?" Hiccup asked.

"She knows," Astrid said. "She just thinks I'm out with a girl I know."

He smiled. "You lied about seeing me?"

"I had to," Astrid laughed. "She is a straight-laced preacher's daughter. If she knew what I've been doing she'd have a heart attack, then she would rise from the grave to strangle me. Then she'd tell my mother."

Hiccup took a bite of his hamburger. "Mine would pat me on the back because it's as close as I'm getting."

"To what?" Astrid asked.

Hiccup paused, then swallowed another bite. "A naked woman on my couch."

Astrid blushed, but covered it by taking a prolonged drink of soda. "I have a hard time believing that."

"How so?" he asked.

Astrid pointed her fork at him. "Have you seen yourself?"

Evidently, he had not.

"You're hot," Astrid told him. How could he not know? "And you've got that starving artist thing going on. Seriously, the other art kids aren't crawling over you? Stabbing each other in the kidneys to get to you?"

He half-laughed, nervous and red-cheeked, "No, I-I don't think so."

After the sun set the temperature cooled only slightly. The muggy air still clung and she wished she were naked. Her clothes felt invasive and smothering as they walked back to his little house.

"I'll see you tomorrow?" Hiccup asked. "I know it's a Sunday, and if you're busy, that's okay…"

"I'll see you tomorrow," Astrid interrupted his mumble. Even in the ghostly glow of his porch light he looked like a paint-smeared dream.


	3. More

A/N - See? I remembered this story. I've just been busy with other projects, school, work, and life in general. Being a grown up sucks. I'd love to stay home all day and write. Maybe one day, when this writing career of mine takes off…anyway…

On the bright side, this chapter is a lot longer than the others.

Disclaimer- Smut incoming.
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**Chapter 3: More **

Astrid showed up on Hiccup's doorstep on Saturday morning with two cups of steaming coffee and a two multi-grain bagels, fresh and warm from a uptown bakery her Grandmother suggested. She'd brought him several edible gifts in the past week, including fresh strawberries and pineapple. She had seen the inside of his fridge; it barely held enough food for a day's meal.

"Paint supplies aren't cheap," Hiccup had said with a shrug and mild grin.

Astrid balanced the second coffee with her chin and rang the bell. The door swung open before she could set the coffee straight and Hiccup's bright smile greeted her. His hair stuck out all over and he wore no shirt. His wrinkled jeans looked to have been hastily pull on; they weren't buttoned or zipped. Underneath he wore black underwear.

"Hey," Hiccup said, reaching for her full arms. "Let me help you."

"I brought you breakfast," Astrid said as she following him into the increasingly familiar house.

Hiccup set the coffee on the little paint-stained table and Astrid set the bag beside them.

"I just woke up," Hiccup said, biting back a yawn. "I apologize for not being ready yet."

"Oh, it's fine," Astrid said as she sat on the red couch with her coffee. It felt strange to wear clothes even near it.

She watched Hiccup pick up his coffee, inhale the fumes, and take a drink. The waistline of his underwear hugged his narrow hips. A mild amount of hair grew on his chest, the same color of his hair, and flowed down his flat stomach and pointed downward. Astrid's stare lingered just a moment too long. Hiccup looked at her, brow raised, and she looked down at her coffee. Caught.

She cleared her throat. Now seemed a good a time as any. "I'm leaving tomorrow."

"What?" Hiccup asked quickly.

"I'm heading home tomorrow."

He blinked, and then nodded. "Oh, right…you're just visiting your grandmother."

Astrid bit into her lip. Had that been a downcast look in his eye? A sad note in his tone? He took a long sip in his coffee.

"And here I was getting used to you," Hiccup said in a dry laugh.

What was that supposed to mean? Astrid caught his eye and he shrugged, as if it meant nothing.

"Well, I'm going to get ready. Be right back." Hiccup vanished with his coffee into the bedroom and left the door open.

His nonchalance stung. She'd expected him to be at least a little sad about her leaving, even though he knew about it before hand. She'd told him she was only visiting, implying that she would one day go back home. He knew she would leave. She knew that there could be little between her and her artist from the beginning. The distance would be too difficult.

Then why did it hurt this way?

Hiccup returned with his pants buttoned and zipped. He'd pulled on a black t-shirt. He sat down at his easel. "Alright, the light's a bit off right now but I think we'll be okay."

"Don't you want to eat while it's still a little warm?" Astrid asked, pointing to the bag. "It's a bagel."

Hiccup paused and looked at her, then the bag. "Oh, uh, sure."

They ate in a thick silence. Hiccup ate, but he appeared distracted. His eyes wandered over the many paintings in the room, to the half-painted canvas, but never to Astrid.

"I'm sorry," Astrid said at last, unable to stand it any longer.

"About what?"

"Leaving so soon," Astrid looked up at him, but his eyes were elsewhere. "I wish I could stay longer. But I've got a summer class starting on Monday."

"Oh." He fingered the half-eaten bagel. He set it down on the easel. "Let's get started. I don't want to lose anymore light.

Astrid paused. The warm expression of his face vanished, leaving only a calm, unreadable concentration.

"Okay," Astrid nodded. He dropped the rest of her bagel into the bag and set it on the floor.

She waited for Hiccup to leave the room, like he had before, but he didn't. He kept his eyes on the paints, on the new colors he made. Astrid inhaled, and pulled her shirt over her head. She undressed the rest of the way, glancing at him every few moments, but he kept his eyes on the canvas.

She plopped down on the couch. Hiccup stood up and took a long stride to the couch. He instructed her like he had, but this time he didn't mind touching her. He grasped her arm and moved it millimeters across the back of the couch, adjusted her hair, and lightly fingered her limbs until he deemed her right, all the while keeping his eyes away from her face, and his words to himself.

Hiccup returned to his stool and started to paint. Astrid kept her eyes on him, barely blinking, not wanting to miss a second of him. She memorized the way his auburn hair fell, the way he gently shook his head to the side and whisked it away from his vibrant green eyes, the way he looked at his work as he painted, like a work of art himself.

He took his eyes from the canvas and memorized her, peeling her skin away. She kept her eyes on his, daring him too look at her.

He did, those greens of his found her stare and returned it. No emotion warmed his face. His parted lips closed. The brush met the canvas and his eyes returned.

"Where do you live?" Hiccup asked plainly, a common question, no more enthused than the weather.

"About three hours north of here," Astrid said, mimicking his monotone. "In Berk."

Hiccup hummed, eyes on the canvas.

The session continued with the somber tone, of lasts and never-agains. She hated it. She wanted Hiccup to look at her with those creative, reenergized eyes, not with that indifferent stare. She wanted that indefinable look. The light gradually moved across he floor. The session would come to an end, she knew, but she desperately wanted the day to go on.

She kept her stare on Hiccup. Her concentration was only broken by the swishing of the brush in the discolored, brownish water jar.

"The light's too different," Hiccup said. "And my hand is cramping a little."

He sighed and stood up. He grabbed the disposable coffee cup she'd brought him and headed into the kitchen. He vanished, and the beep-beep-hum of a microwave followed. Astrid sat up, stretched her arms above her head, and felt several pops along her spine. The microwave beeped, and in a short moment Hiccup returned to the living room, steaming cup in his hand.

"Is that cup microwavable?" Astrid asked.

"It didn't explode," Hiccup said calmly, eyes on the cup. "Do you want to warm yours?"

"Yes, thank you," Astrid reached down for her cup and stood up. She waited to see if he would offer to do the leg work, and when he didn't, she walked past him. The kitchen was a small, one-person room with the bare essentials. The microwave was one of those ten-dollar models, but it worked. She watched the cup spin around in the yellow light and crossed her arms over her exposed chest.

"I've got some rum in here somewhere if you're into that," Hiccup said from the doorway. He leaned against the frame and held his coffee in one hand. "I'm not sure how old it is, though."

"I'm good with just the coffee," Astrid said. Hiccup lifted the coffee to his lips and she didn't miss his eyes glance down at her chest.

The microwave beeped, but she held her gaze on him. She wanted to shrink him and keep him in her pocket. She would buy a locket just for him so she could keep him close.

"Are you going to get it?" Hiccup asked, looking between her and the microwave.

She pulled the door open and fastened her hand around the warmed cup. She shut the door and swished the coffee around. Hiccup stepped around her and tossed his cup into his garbage. His t-shirt brushed against the bare skin of her back. She expected him to move back to the living room now, but he didn't. He hesitated behind her, his breath warm on her neck.

Astrid sipped her coffee, both hands around the cup to calm the tremor. The tips of his fingers brushed the hair along her neck.

"Hiccup," Astrid breathed into the steam.

"I don't want you to go." Hiccup's words settled onto the base of her skull and sent gooseflesh down her spine.

"I have to," Astrid whispered.

His sharp inhale shook her. His hands came around either side of her, finding purchase on the dirty, unused countertop. His shirt gently touched her back. The rough material of his jeans pushed against her backside.

She tried to reason, "It's not that I want to. I've already paid for the class. It's hard to get into, and expensive, and I can't…not go. I'm sorry."

His breath tingled against her neck.

Logic told her to walk out now before she did something she'd regret, but her legs refused to move. She wanted to smother herself in him, let him paint her bare body into a masterpiece, with only his hands.

"Astrid," Hiccup began to say.

She set her coffee down and turned in his arms. His platonic face had changed. Soft brows came together, dismayed and desperate. God, she wanted to kiss him so hard that the paint stains soaked into her skin. She reached up to the face she'd only looked at, and touched his jaw. Firm muscles twitched under her fingers, a sharp gasp escaped his lips.

Hiccup leaned forward and Astrid met him, crashing their lips together. His hands grabbed her shoulders, pulling her closer as they slid down her back. She pulled on that beautiful head of hair, yanking him closer, pushing him into her mouth. His rough hands rubbed her back, gently moving to her hips, thumbing along her stomach. They broke only to breath. Lips crashed and hands searched, exploring only seen territory.

She felt it deep in her stomach, a burning need, desire, all centering on the artist in her arms. She wanted to have him, all of him, forever. She wanted to sink into him, curl up inside of him, and hold onto him until the sun exploded.

"Astrid?" He broke apart, finding her eyes.

"Yeah?" she asked, breathlessly.

Hiccup grabbed her hand, and pulled her toward the kitchen door, gently pushing her with another hand on her waist. Bright, aroused eyes stared at her, hungry and pleading. She let him lead her out of the small kitchen, into the living room, and toward a small door she hadn't gone through. On the other side was a small room, a messy dresser stood against one wall and a mattress lay flat on the floor in one corner. Sheets messed on it, several pillows lay haphazardly around it.

She knew what he asked. She knew, and she still let him pull her toward the mattress. Her heart hammered as his lips met her jaw, leaving small, lingering kisses along her neck. She reached for his t-shirt hem, and pulled it up his stomach, fingertips grazing his flat middle.

Hiccup moved away just long enough to pull his shirt over his head and toss it into the mess. Astrid lined his shoulders, following the subtle muscles. Their lips came together again, and they crumpled onto the mattress. Astrid lost her hands in his hair as his bare chest molded to hers.

He kissed her jaw and situated himself between her bare legs. She felt it even though his jeans, hard and pressing into her thigh. He hesitated, finding her eyes, hovering above her. Her hands clamped onto his shoulders as reality clawed its ways back through the haze.

"Yeah?" Astrid breathed.

"You're beautiful," Hiccup said. "Inside and out."

She bit her lip. "That's something to say now."

"I mean it." He pushed himself up, sitting back on his heels. She felt exposed again, underneath his gaze like that first day she lay naked on his couch. Hiccup added, "I try not to get attached. It makes me not see objectively. But you…I knew you were different the moment I saw you."

She sat up. Sweat cooled and dried. "You know I won't be here tomorrow."

"I know," he said with such sadness it tore at her heart. "Can I call you then? Or email, or letters, or the Pony Express, hell I don't care. I just want to talk to you again."

"Yeah," Astrid nodded. She wanted to talk to him, too.

Hiccup adjusted his legs. His eyes scanned her body, laid out in front of him, legs resting on either side of his hips, split and exposed. He settled his hands on her knees. "Is this okay?"

Astrid swallowed. She could walk away, but instead she threw her feelings at him. "Come have me before I'm gone."

A staggered breath fell from his lips. He leaned forward as two hands fumbled with the buttons of his jeans. He maneuvered out of them, pushing them down his thin legs. Astrid bit her lip at the bulge in his underwear. She watched him with an eager hunger as he wiggled out of his boxes, letting his erection free of the restricting material. Hiccup kicked his boxers out of the way and resituated himself above her.

His hips were so closer to hers. His thighs brushed against hers.

"You said…I mean," Hiccup said, blushing and flustered. "Is this your first?"

A lie hesitated on her lips, but she knew he would know. She'd already told him. Nodding, she said "Yes. How about you?"

He blinked as his green eyes softened. "No."

"I thought you said girls weren't fanning?" Astrid said with a slight grin, as sweet as she could manage in their predicament.

Hiccup's grin faltered, then returned. "That doesn't mean I'm not…you know."

"A virgin. We're adults," she smiled. She was an adult. This was her choice. Her parents wouldn't know. No one would ever know. Just her. Just Hiccup. Just his room and his house.

"Are you sure you want to?" he asked.

"Yes," Astrid nodded. "Are you trying to make me not want to?"

"No, I just,"

"Then stop talking," Astrid said. "And…do whatever it is you do."

A kind, but lustful smile warmed his face, sending jolts of hot excitement through her limbs. "Okay."

Hiccup leaned down and kissed her cheek, then her lips. He bit her bottom lip, and left a trail of warm kisses down her neck, her chest, over her thumping heart. He held himself up with one elbow and grasped onto her breast with the other. His fingers moved over the sensitive flesh, rolling her nipple between them, sending waves of tingles down her abdomen and into the heat between her legs.

Astrid gripped the wrinkled blue sheets, gasping under his touch. She closed her eyes, throwing her head back. She gasped at the warm, wet sensation of his tongue between his fingers, teeth gently biting her hardened nipple. He switched hands. She arched into his touch, into the feral moans that came from the back of this throat. His hardened self poked her wet heat, and she never knew she'd want it so badly.

His thighs shifted and his hips moved forward, poking at her entrance. A tremor shook her entire body. Hiccup kissed his way back up to her lips, leaving a long kiss. He adjusted his hands, cradling her head with one and holding himself up with the other. Astrid pressed her palms into his shoulders, ready.

He pressed into, pushing inside, stretching and sliding. Her sharp gasp caused him pause, as her nails clutched at his shoulders. He kissed her cheek, burying his face in her neck, hot breath making her sweat. He pushed inside, farther, and farther still, until she was sure he could go no more, and then he did. His hips rested flush against hers. Astrid gasped at sensation, fullness. Hiccup kissed her cheek as he withdrew, ushering out a moan from himself, and another as he pushed inside again.

"Are you okay?" he asked, breathless, dark-eyed.

"Yes," Astrid gasped. "Don't stop."

Somewhere in the pain was hinted pleasure. He pushed against it with each thrust, each faster than the previous, each mounting inside of her, and in his breath. He made love like he painted, carefully, giving each stroke the time and care it needed to fulfill it's part. Sweat shimmered on his shoulders as he thrust, quickly now, between her shaking knees. It hurt; it marveled and pooled somewhere tight.

He kept his speed, shuddered between gasps and quick inhalations. The muscles in her back squealed and arched, whined and protested, but her entire body screamed for more, no matter the cost. He whispered her name with the same warmth of his eyes. He whispered her name again, and again.

It kept building until she was sure her body would fall apart around him. She gasped with him, moaning for more, squealing in his grasp. His name lingered on her ear as his hand tangled in her hair, a gentle tug. She erupted; euphoria like she had never known swept through her limbs with such force she collapsed, as he thrust again, then once more, and an escalation cried on his lips and he collapsed with her, sweaty and tired on the sheets.

"Oh, god," Hiccup gasp. He ran a hand through his hair.

Astrid used the last of her strength to roll onto her side and face him. Her breasts met his arm and she rested her head on his shoulder.

"Astrid," he gasped. "That was incredible. The best I've ever had."

She smiled. "Me too."

He laughed, exhausted. A somber sweetness in his eyes melted her. He slid his arms around her, holding her over his beating heart. They stayed like that for a while, watching the daylight fade. Hiccup fell asleep, but Astrid didn't. The light had nearly gone when her phone beeped from the other room. She sighed, having a gut feeling of who that would be.

It took a careful few minutes to untangle herself from her sleeping artist. She tiptoed into the living room and dug in her bag for her phone. Sure enough, the beep had been a missed call. Grandma would be frantic.

Astrid dressed, a bit reluctantly. She tiptoed back into the bedroom, phone in hand. On a wild whim, she snapped a picture of him tangled in the sheets and naked, with only the sheet granting him the bare minimum of modesty. She slipped the phone in her pocket and searched the house for a slip of paper, hastily scribbled her phone number on it, and stuck it on his easel.

Once outside, she realized just how much time had passed. The sun had set and Grandma would be furious, probably on the phone to her mother, complaining about lack of discipline or respect, the usual.

While waiting for a taxi, Astrid sent the picture to Heather, simply saying, _Guess what I did today? _The response came at once, a series of exclamation points and surprised faces. Astrid began thumb-typing her response as the taxi pulled up.

Grandma was indeed furious. The streets were no place for a girl. There are muggers. Did she know how many young girls were raped each year? There are bad people out there.

"There are also wonderful people out there," Astrid said. Grandma grumbled.

The next morning, Grandma drove Astrid to the airport at five. In a sleepy glaze she tugged her suitcase behind her. Nothing seemed real. Was she really leaving this place? Did she leave home in the first place? Astrid slept on the plane, with dreams filled with green-eyed boys with paint stained arms and pants.

Back home, her mother waited for her on the other side of the arrival gate. Astrid first withdrew her cell phone and turned it on. She paused at the sight of an unknown number's text. A bubble of heat surged in her stomach. She slid the text to open it when a rough shoulder knocked into her, sending her phone careening to the airport's floor. She watched it fall, grasping at it with fleeting hands. It clattered, cracked, and rattled to a stop.

Astrid fell to her knees, to the surprise of surrounding people. She saw it, screen cracked but still alive, with an open message on the other side. She reached for it, almost to it, when the heel of heavy boot stomped onto the screen with sickening, heart-wrenching crunch.
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**Chapter 4: Myths**

"Oh, Heather, not again," Astrid whined. She tipped the latte up, blocking out her best friend's excited pout.

"Why not? This one might be the one." Heather pushed the colorful, half-page poster toward her, and tapped on it with her nail. "Don't tell me you're giving up? I didn't think Hoffersons capable of giving up."

Astrid sighed and let her eyes wander down to the art exhibit flyer. Where did Heather keep finding these oddball events? Reluctantly, Astrid gave into her curiosity. Setting her warm cup down on the beige table, she picked up the flyer.

"This one is through the university. You said he was a student, right?" Heather pointed around the flyer's corner to the school's fancy logo.

"I think so," Astrid said. Honestly, she didn't remember. "It's been four months. Maybe it's time to call it quits."

"Why?"

Astrid sighed deeply, closing her hands around the latte. "I can't just keep going to art show after art show and hoping to see him. It feels so…pointless. Every time is more discouraging."

"But what about him?"

Astrid stared into the swirling coffee that reflected the yellow lights in the dimly colored café ceiling. Her stomach twisted. "He might not even remember me."

"He painted you naked, I highly doubt he'd forget," Heather said without hushing herself, drawing the attention of the nearby table's teens. Astrid kept her eyes on her coffee. Heather leaned in and said lower, "I mean, how many times is that going to happen to him?"

"Maybe a lot." Astrid sipped. He'd slept with other women. He'd said so. How many of those women had he painted first? "There's a lot I don't know about him. It could be a frequent thing in his life."

Heather scoffed, almost comically. "Right, but before you throw in the towel on this guy, let's go to this last show."

"Why?"

"Because he might be there."

"There's a better chance of him not."

"I've got a good feeling about this one, alright?"

Astrid rolled her eyes. All this gallivanting cut into her school time.

Heather pouted. "Please, Astrid? Just one last time. Then I'll stop looking."

Astrid looked over her cup at Heather, pale green eyes wide and desperate, although good humored. Astrid chewed on the inside of her lip. She wanted to get over this ordeal, and just forget about Hiccup. She'd tried. She couldn't.

"One last trip?"

Astrid sighed. "Okay, it's a deal. One last time."

Heather's smile widened, and Astrid had a horrible feeling in the bottom of her stomach.

That Friday, Heather picked Astrid up and they drove down to the city. Astrid didn't talk as much as her friend. Each time they'd set off like this, her stomach had knotted up. What if he was there? What if he didn't remember her? If he did, what would she say? She had planned her explanation a thousand times, wrote it down, threw it away, and told it to herself in the mirror. Her phone had been smashed. All her of data and numbers, gone. Simple, but it left a sour flavor behind.

They parked, and Heather led the way toward the downtown art galley. Astrid buttoned her sweater, and tucked her ears underneath her hat. Sweater weather had come early. Heather talked on the way, aflutter about finally meeting the man that had knocked Astrid head-over-heels.

"I thought you'd never find someone with your ridiculous standards," Heather laughed. "Not even Thor could make the cut."

"That's a little extreme."

"Are you kidding?" Heather pointed at Astrid. "You were a mess for weeks. You tore your room apart looking for his number, and drained your new phone's battery ogling his picture. That's lovestruck at best."

"Whatever," Astrid laughed, but felt the return of that sickening pit in her gut. She had spent a long while staring at the picture she'd taken, memorizing his face. "But, let's say he is at this thing. What if he doesn't want to talk to me? What if he hates me?"

"Why would he hate you?"

"I said I'd keep in touch, and then ignored him."

"You had a valid excuse."

Astrid laughed. "Yeah, 'I lost your number' is right up there with 'I was sleeping' and 'the dog ate it.'"

The gallery was housed in an old, remodeled downtown building. Double-doors had been propped open with easels baring the event's name in fancy script. Inside, the walls had been painted black. Each artist had their own little space, and waited to speak to interested people about their works. Many were students. The center isle led this way and that, making a square of the event. Astrid lost Heather to a stocky artist with low-ridding jeans and an eagle tattoo, and continued on her own.

The quiet, low lighting made a somber atmosphere. She meandered past a dozen or more stations, coming to the back of the building, when she saw it. Or, saw _her_. A small crowd gathered at the artist's station, gawking at several paintings of a naked, blonde woman, many of which featured a red couch.

The breath left her throat, squeezed it shut, and she felt the floor move underneath her feet. She recognized the first painting, the first one that he'd done, but the others were unfamiliar. Had he painted those from memory, too?

Several people looked at it, at her. She tugged her hat lower. Did they recognize her at the naked woman? Her sweater suddenly felt too thin, like they could see right through it.

"Oh, this one is just marvelous," a short, pudgy woman pointed at the first painting. The many rings on her fingers jingled against each other. "Such amazing details. Are you the artist?"

"That I am."

Her heart stopped, tumbled into her stomach, and the acid devoured it. Her jelly limbs prevented her from turning to see the speaker, the proclaimed artist, but she didn't need visual confirmation. That had been his voice. He stood several people in front of her. His scruffy hair stood out. A man in front of her moved, and she took a wobbly step forward.

He looked much the same, tall and thin, wearing a faded black suit with his hands in the pockets. The jacket lay open, and the top two buttons in the wrinkled shirt were undone. He sported a short beard, the same color as his hair. If he would turn around he would see her, but he stayed where he stood.

"How much for it?" the pudgy woman asked, a glee in her eye like a child.

"That one isn't for sale," Hiccup answered. The woman whipped her head around, frowning. Hiccup added coldly, "It's just display."

Astrid swallowed. The coldness with which he regarded the woman startled her. His green eyes held no sympathy, no compassion, only a glazed emptiness.

"Oh, come now, there's always a price." The woman folded her hands together, shaking the bedazzled wristlet she carried.

"It's sentimental," Hiccup said with a half-hearted shrug. "But I'd gladly sell any of the others."

The woman frowned at the other paintings. "I don't like them as much. They aren't as detailed, not painted with the same spirit."

Hiccup's cold glare narrowed. "I had a model for that one."

"Then call her and paint another," the woman demanded.

Hiccup smiled, a sad gesture that fell. "I can't. I don't know where she went."

Astrid stood behind them as the woman studied the other paintings, and finally purchased one. She wrote a check, but Astrid didn't see the number she scribbled or how much Hiccup had told her. The woman scurried away with her painting. Hiccup leaned forward on the rope that guarded the art, slumping with a heavy sigh.

She took the steps to the rope carefully, as if he might lash out at her. She stopped beside him, and watched him bury his face in his hands, sighing.

"If you were going to sell it, how much would you take for it?" Astrid asked, looking at her painted self.

Hiccup groaned into his hands. "I just explained. It's not for sale."

"I'm not buying. Just throw me a number."

Hiccup lowered his hands, but kept his sleepy, unfocused eyes on the painting. "Fine, a million."

"That's steep."

"Sentiment is expensive." Hiccup tore his eyes from the painting and glared outward, at nothing in particular.

"Why not find another model?" Astrid drew her bottom lip between her teeth, then spit it out. Such a stupid habit. She kept her eyes on Hiccup, willing him to turn, to face her, but he kept his glare forward.

"She was irreplaceable."

Her heart hammered, skipped. "Was?"

"Is. Was. I don't know. She left."

"What happened to her?"

"I don't know, what the hell is it to you?" Hiccup growled, crossing his arms. His glare returned to the painting. "We were supposed to keep in touch. We didn't."

His glare softened, but a bitterness seeped into his eyes. Astrid took a deep breath, in and out. She'd come this far. She wouldn't let him go without a fight. Heather was right. Hoffersons didn't give up.

"Maybe it wasn't entirely her fault," Astrid explained, staring at the side of his shaggy head. When he didn't move, she continued. "Maybe she wanted to keep in touch, but her phone broke and she couldn't find your number."

"That's a pitiful excuse."

"Maybe she wanted to see you. Maybe she made her friend drive her all the way back to your house, and sat on your porch for three hours, but you didn't come home."

"What?" Hiccup turned, brow furled, gaze confused and angry. Those darkened green eyes of his found her, and whatever sarcastic insult he'd been preparing evaporated. His frown melted into disbelief. He gently shook his head, mouth gapping. "I-it's you."

"It's me." Astrid gestured to herself.

For a moment, neither spoke. Astrid lost herself in those eyes, like she had before, but something had changed. The wondrous green span had churned, darkened and emptied out. Sleepless circles sunk into his sockets, and the color had left his skin.

"You've really let yourself go," Astrid said, trying to smile. "If you'd have sold that woman the painting, you could afford a haircut."

"What are you doing here?" Hiccup's tone did not charm with happiness, and her heart deflated. He spoke with an accusatory, hurtful tone that she'd never heard before. His hard eyes searched her face.

"Looking for you."

"Found me." He shrugged.

They fell back into silence, just staring.

"Hiccup, I tried to stay in touch. What I said about my phone breaking is true. I couldn't find your number anywhere. I came down here the next weekend, but you weren't home. I sat on your front porch for three hours waiting."

His scowl deepened. "I went to my mother's that weekend."

"I turned my room upside down looking for that slip of paper from that wanted ad. I've gone to every art thing within a hundred miles in case you'd be there."

His scowl burned into her.

"Hiccup," Astrid said, choking on his name. This reunion hadn't gone at all like she planned. "I couldn't stop thinking about you. I tried, I really did. I wanted to talk to you. I-I'm sorry. I'm really, really, sorry."

A sob leaked into her throat, pushing tears into her eyes. She looked away from him, wiping them on her sleeve before they could fall. Hiccup said nothing, only stood and stared, stoic and unmoved.

"Please, say something."

"You didn't answer my texts or my calls. Then someone else was answering your number. I assumed you gave me a bogus number."

"No, I wouldn't have-"

"I thought that you didn't want anything to do with me. I was the vacation fling."

"No," Astrid said, shaking her head. "You weren't! I was worried you'd forget all about me."

"You've got a weird way of showing it."

Words failed her, and the world swayed. A man appeared behind her, a shadow from the wall, with an elegant woman on his arm.

"Hiccup, please, can we talk about this somewhere else? Maybe over coffee? Please?"

"Oh, these are beautiful," the man said in a baritone. The woman nodded.

"Thank you," Hiccup answered. He stepped around Astrid to stand beside the couple. "They're all for sale, except that one. It's sentimental."

She felt the tears well behind her eyes, and before they could expose her discomfort, she left. She pushed through the crowd and fell into the first bathroom she saw, and crashing into ceramic sink. She turned the water as cold as it would go, and washed the hot tears as they spilled down her cheeks.

Rejected. He didn't want anything to do with her. He'd moved on.

"Astrid?" Heather asked through the bathroom door. It opened slowly, and Heather slipped inside. "What happened?"

Astrid sobbed into the freezing water. "He was mad. I asked if he wanted to talk about it, but he just ignored me. Walked away like I wasn't there."

"What?" Heather's voice cracked. "Where is he? We'll beat him up and go."

"No, let's just go." Astrid wiped her face on the rough, brown paper towels.

Heather sighed, dropping her fists. "Okay. You're right. He's not worth the time."

Outside, the evening sun burned the downtown windows into a bright amber. Astrid shielded her eyes as the glare from the neighboring building shone down through the art gallery doors.

"Oh, hold on a minute," Heather gasped. She tapped Astrid's arm and ran back into the gallery.

Astrid sighed, refusing to go back inside. She wrapped her arms around herself, wanting nothing more than a hot bath, a bottle of red wine, and a blanket.

Heather's footsteps returned, and a smug smirk decorated her face.

"What did you do?" Astrid asked.

"Nothing, I just…uh, gave someone my number." Heather looked to the ground.

"It's fine," Astrid sighed. Just because her love life had turned into muck, didn't mean Heather couldn't have fun.

Back in the car, Astrid slumped as Heather navigated traffic back onto the highway. Heartbroken. That was the only word for the gnawing, dreadful ache in her chest that crumpled the rest of her.

"Are you okay?" Heather asked.

"No. I thought he'd understand. I thought that…he would be at least a little happy to see me."

"He looked a little rough."

"The beard was new."

"No, I mean…he had that post-drug thing going on."

"What?"

"It's that defeated look people get when they start using," Heather explained softly, eyes on the road, knuckles white on the wheel. "It's that glazed over, depressed, half-dead look. Like they've got the flu."

"You think he's using drugs?"

"It runs in the art community like wine at a catholic wedding."

Astrid slumped further into her seat so that the only thing she saw was the purple-gold glistening sky out the window. Her charming, passionate, mythical painter, a druggie? It left a bitter taste in her mouth, and hardened the ache in her chest.

"Heather," Astrid asked before they'd made it halfway home.

"Hm?"

"You said he had that look about him. When did you see him?" Astrid turned to see her reaction. With the sun gone, only the lights of the car's dim dashboard lit her face.

"I saw you two talking. It looked serious, so I didn't jump in. Maybe I should have. We could have beaten him up with one of his paintings. You know, don't worry about him. What about that hunk at the gym? He's into you."

Astrid had to think on it a moment before the face appeared. "Oh, you mean Eret?"

"Yeah. He's not totally stupid, either."

"No, he's not." Astrid leaned against the window. Maybe she'd give him a call tomorrow. He'd been trying to ask her out, but she kept shooting him down. A distraction is exactly what she needed.
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Chapter 5:

Astrid woke up, but not on her own. Light streamed between the curtain and the wall, all over her old Thor movie poster. She rolled over to see the cause of her unnatural waking; her mother sat on the edge of the bed, plush blanket squished up around her thighs. She leaned back on her arms, smiled wide and mischievous.

"Good morning," her mother sing-songed, reaching out to push a sleep-messed strand of yellow hair out of her daughter's face.

"Yes?" Astrid asked, voice raw and hoarse. She looked sideways at the digital clock: thirty minutes past eight. "Ma, it's Saturday."

"I know, but I couldn't wait. You weren't home when I went to bed last night." Her grin widened, a light blush warmed her cheeks. "So…I take it that your date went well?"

Astrid sighed. "Can I get a cup of coffee first?"

Her mother obliged, and pushed off the bed. Astrid listened to her soft footsteps across the carpet, and the gentle closing of the bedroom door. She pulled the blanket over her face and sighed into it. Peeling herself from the bed, she dressed in her lazy weekend wear and dragged her feet into the kitchen, to the coffee pot.

Her mother waited at the table while she made a cup.

"So," her mother continued after the first sip. "How was your first date with the hunk? Eric?"

Astrid rolled her eyes, but her mother didn't see. She took another long drink. "Eret."

"Right, right, Eret." She rolled the name off her tongue. "How did it go? He seemed nice."

Astrid stared into the coffee, lightened with cream. "It was fine."

"Fine?"

"Yes, fine."

Her mother paused, blinked, and then shook her head. "Just fine?"

Astrid shrugged, and leaned against the counter, holding her coffee dear. "Yeah, it was fine. He picked me up, we went to dinner, then to the movies, we held hands, he brought me back, he kissed me goodnight, I went to bed."

"He kissed you?"

"Yes, as I just said. It was just a simple, goodnight kiss. Nothing movie-worthy." Astrid drummed her fingers along the porcelain handle, where the image of a cartoonish cat had long since been dishwaher-ed off.

"So is there going to be a second date?"

Astrid focused on a tiny spec in the coffee, a fine grain of a mashed bean, delicate enough to slip through the filter. It floated with the liquid to the side of the cup, where it stuck. "I don't know. Maybe. It depends on how I feel about it when he asks."

Her mother smiled, showing off her too-white teeth. A car honked outside, and whatever she was about to say vanished. "Oh, that's Vivian. I'll be gone most of the day. See you later, sweetie."

"Bye." Astrid gave a quick wave as her mother jogged out of the door and into the idling sedan outside. It flashed in front of the kitchen windows, sun reflecting. Astrid sipped her coffee. Her father had gone to help a friend install new windows before winter, and with her mother gone, the house felt too quiet.

There were a number of thing she could do, and several that she needed to do. The dust had gathered in her room. She needed more shampoo, and others things from the store. Her comforter needed a trip to the laundromat. Her coat needed dry cleaning before winter. That paper needed to be drafted.

Eret. His broad, handsome face flashed back behind her eyes. He'd been nice. He'd opened the car door for her. He paid for her movie ticket, and made her pick out a box of overpriced candy to share, and really did share it. He didn't stare at her chest, or talk about sex, or ex's, or ask her home with him. He'd been a gentleman. His only offence came in the form of brief arrogance. He'd been a sports-boy in high school and had went to college on a football scholarship. He could have gone pro, he said, if it hadn't been for his knee. He twisted it sophomore year, and lost the football dream, and the scholarship. He coaches football now, at a high school a town over.

Eret had been the perfect gentleman, complete with a dreamy, polished accent. London, he said. Handsome. Fit. Nice. Friendly. Intelligent. A steady job. Nonsmoker. No kids. In all sense, he was a perfect choice for a boyfriend, even a husband. She could get used to him.

But something about him felt off. She'd felt it throughout their date, along their pleasant conversation, between their hands when they laced their fingers together. She couldn't pinpoint what it was, or where it came from, until he kissed her. She knew. His touch had no spark, no resounding lightning bolt in his lips, no quiver in his hands. He'd given her a quick hug, but she had felt nothing.

From the first moment she'd seen Hiccup, something had clicked, some impossible piece had fallen into place. It had been his lazy, but genuine smile, his bright, wondrous eyes. It had been _him_. It was the carefree step as he walked, the mirth and heart in his laughter, the beautiful, otherworldly way he painted.

Where did she go wrong? Her mistake had been honest, the broken phone, the missed text. She had tried to talk to him. What could she have done differently? Guilt squeezed hard, churning bile into a headache that spread into her being. She had spent so long looking for him, searching art hang-outs and online art communities, looking for his paintings, his name, anything that would lead her to him.

She had found him, at last, and he had rejected her. Had her mistake hurt him that badly? Had he been that upset? Heather said he'd been using drugs, and Astrid knew her better than to think she'd be lying. But, why would he? That question remained: why? Why was he so mad? Why didn't he just talk to her? Why did he have to be such a heartbreaking, rejecting, ass?

Astrid glared down at the residual grounds in her cup. If Hiccup had said those things to her in high school, she'd have broken his nose. No one talked to her like that. No one said those things to her. If they did, they were worry, and usually bruised or bleeding. She'd pushed Snotlout off the jungle gym in the third grade when he said that they were going to get married. And despite that, she let Hiccup frown at her, make her feel guilty. She'd slept with him, let him in as close as anyone could get, and he pushed her away.

No. Hell no. No one pushed Astrid Hofferson unless they wanted to get their hands broken.

Astrid set her cup down on the counter harder than she needed to. Her impulsive feet took her to her room for her sweater. She pulled it on as she pushed open the door to her parents' room. Within her mother's purse she found the car keys, and before she could convince herself otherwise, she was out of the house and thrusting the key into the ignition. With a flick of her wrist the car hummed to life. A full tank. She eased out of the drive, waved to the neighbor, and set off toward the freeway.

This felt like a mistake, but she hadn't felt so right in months. White knuckles gripped the wheel. An empty aluminum bottle jingled in the floorboard. The sun gradually shifted, closer and closer to the west. Shadows stretched and traffic thickened and thinned. She drove through the city and straight to Hiccup's little house just as the clock turned over to three. Her stomach growled and she shook, but she wouldn't back down now. She'd come this far.

She jogged to his front door, and ran the old-time doorbell. Her breath hitched and heaved. Her heart raced, beating like it might burst out at any moment. She could still run. She could be a block away before he made it to the door.

No, she told herself. Astrid Hofferson didn't run. She made others run.

Footsteps sounded on the other side, heavy, bothered, and annoyed. The deadbolt slid back. The chain clattered. The knob turned with a hasty jerk.

"What?" Hiccup shouted as he yanked the door open. He looked like the mess he'd been at the exhibit, only slept on and wilder. His wrinkled t-shirt had multiple stains on it, none of them looking like paint, and his sweats hadn't been washed in a while. Dirt clung to the bottom. His beard had grown and his hair stuck up, dirty and unwashed. At the sight of Astrid, his green eyes narrowed, but he took a step back. "What do you want?"

"You are a mess." Astrid pointed at his chest, and then pushed past him, into his messy house.

She clicked on the overhead light. The easel stood where it had, with an odd, unfinished painting on it. It smelled like trash, dirty clothes, and sweat, and it looked like it smelled with clothes scattered, trash here and there, fast-food wrappers and half-eaten snacks growing things.

Astrid turned on her heel, hands on her hips. Hiccup stood by the open door with his hand still on the knob. He stared at her, focused but unsure, cautious. Astrid gagged. "This is disgusting. How can you live in this?"

"What are you doing?" He rubbed his eye and let the door fall closed. "I was sleeping."

"That's not an excuse as to why your house is a disaster. I mean, what is this?" Astrid pointed to a moldy something that might have been food at some point. She picked it up, plate and all, and trotted to the kitchen. She feared the worst as she flicked on the light. The small kitchen was clean, in comparison, just unused. Astrid dumped the mysterious mold into the trash can. A nauseous, rotten smell burst back up at her. She stumbled backward, hand over her mouth, coughing. Water smeared her eyesight.

"I've been meaning to take that out." Hiccup stood in the door, arms crossed. He glared at Astrid. "What are you doing? Here, I mean."

"To find out what happened to you." Astrid pointed a finger at his chest, touching the grunge material of his shirt.

"What?"

"You. What happened. You look like your punk band got ejected from the garage."

"I'm not in a band."

"Then tell me what happened," Astrid said, softer this time. She took a step toward him. Those eyes of his followed her every motion. "You look horrible. Sick. Which isn't surprising from what could be growing in your house."

Hiccup shuffled his feet. "Thank you. I'll always treasure your compliments."

"I'm serious, Hiccup. The artist I met this summer was kind, attentive, and sweet." Astrid ticked off those charming traits on her fingers, then pulled them into a fist. "But I don't know who you are. Please, Hiccup, talk to me. I'll listen."

He inhaled, considering for too long. At last he exhaled a puffy sigh. Looking at his feet he said, "You were supposed to stay in touch."

"I know. I am sorry that I let you down. It's my fault. If I could go back in time, I would change it. But I can't."

Hiccup rolled his shoulders. His gruff exterior melted, that abrasive man she'd run into at the exhibit faded. "I-I thought that you didn't want to talk to me. I couldn't paint anymore, unless it was you, and I couldn't. But I had to, so I … a friend told me about this stuff that helped him paint, and I started using it too."

"Oh, Hiccup," Astrid cooed. She wanted to scoop him up in her arms and make that sadness in his eyes vanish.

"I could paint, but I couldn't keep doing it like that. I tried to stop, but I-I just... it was hard. I was irritable, yelling at everyone, and then you showed up." He took a breath, regret deep in those eyes. His arms swayed as he spoke. "I-I hated myself after that. I haven't used since then, and I guess it's all just gone to shit."

Astrid puffed out her chest. "You're not going to use anymore."

His saddened eyes looked up to her.

"You're going to shave. Today. And do laundry. You look homeless." She poised her hands on her hips. "And you're going to clean this place up. It smells like month-old Chinese food and rotten gym socks."

"I am?"

"Yes. Starting right now." Astrid pointed to the ground, then to the bathroom. "Starting with that beard. You're not Bear Grills. Let's go."

Hiccup hesitated, and Astrid grabbed him by the arm and pulled him toward the bathroom. It, like everything else, hadn't been cleaned in a long while. Toothpaste stained the sink. Soap scum lined the shower. Empty plastic bottles piled beside the overflowing trashcan. Astrid sighed at the mess, and then turned on the water.

Hiccup stood by while she searched the cabinets until she found a dusty electric razor. She turned it on, and the razor hummed in her hand. At least she didn't have to hunt down batteries.

"Come here." She motioned toward Hiccup. He blinked at her, hand on his bushy chin. "Not that you don't make a handsome lumberjack, but come here. That thing's got to go."

Hiccup took careful steps into the bathroom. Astrid reached out for his arm and pulled him the rest of the way. She swatted away his hand and pressed the razor against the edge of his skin. Slowly, she uncovered his fine jaw, his chin, and the course hair fell to the floor. It needed to be swept, bleached, scrubbed, and bleached again. Finally, the majority of his beard rested on the floor. Hiccup brought a hand to his chin, to the stubble that remained.

"I didn't do the best," Astrid admitted, eyeing her work. "But in my defense that's the first man-face I've shaved. If you wanted me to shave your legs, I'd probably do a lot better."

"I'll take your word for it," Hiccup said with a gruff laugh.

His eyes were on her, sleepy, curious, and faded. Somewhere in there the brightness lived. Hiccup took the silent razor from her hand and set it on the counter, and knocked several things into the sink. He leaned in, and she met him hallway, but pulled away almost as quick. He leaned back, eyes open and hurt.

"Brush your teeth," Astrid said, biting her lip. "Your breath smells like your kitchen."

He laughed, but reached for the toothbrush in the holder. Astrid stood beside him, watching him scrub his neglected teeth, and reached around him to the cabinet. She pulled out a can of cleaner, and while he brushed, sprayed it onto the shower's side. A good, healthy coat to sizzle away the scum, smothering it deep. When he'd finished brushing, she sprayed the sink.

"It already smells better in here," Astrid said, inhaling the stout fumes. She put the can back in the cabinet. She took a step into the main room, in the space between where she could see each room in turn. It would take a week to clean the house like it needed, a deep scrub and detox.

Hands touched her waist, and snaked around her. She'd missed those hands. She turned in his embrace, and he crashed his mouth onto hers, a desperate mint. Lightning and fire lit his touch, shooting through his lips and into hers, through her limbs and into her bloodstream.

"I missed you," Hiccup whispered against her lips. He pressed his forehead to hers. "I missed you so much. I couldn't stop thinking about you, and when I thought you left me, I-I couldn't handle it."

"I missed you, too." Astrid tugged him closer, relishing the man she'd never thought she'd get to touch again. "I wanted to see you. I kept looking for you. I tried to get over you, but I couldn't. There's no replacement for you."

His arms tightened around her. Astrid buried her face in his shoulder, in the smelly shirt, but she didn't mind. Hiccup wore the shirt, her painter, her first lover, her first heartbreak, her first mind-racing, blood-pumping, inhibition-destroying love. His heart beat underneath her embrace, inside that narrow chest, and against her wild thumper. How was it even possible that a human being could stir such a reaction?

He kissed her ear. The sound shot inside her mind and bounced from lobe to lobe, shaking and quaking. His water-cooled lips moved to her jaw, and headed toward her neck, leaving sweet, tender kisses behind. Those hands of his gripped her waist, slipped inside her sweater, and fingered the material of her shirt. His fingers touched skin, and sent a bold shiver up her spine and down her legs. She could have fallen if not held up by those hands. Her legs turned into jelly, somehow still standing despite the gravity that pulled.

She turned her head, nudging his shoulder with her cheek, and he met her with a warm, lingering kiss to the lips. His hand flattened against her bare side, warm fingers sending quick jolts with ever flitch and flutter that shook her entire body and ended up between her legs. She reached between them as he came to kiss her again, and placed a single finger against his lips.

"Hiccup, wait," Astrid whispered. His minty breath slipped around her finger, moist on her lips. Behind him, she saw into the bedroom. It lay in as much mess as the rest of the house. "Let's clean up first."

He kissed her finger, and pulled his hands from her. Astrid delegated, and together she and Hiccup spent the remaining daylight gathering trash, dusting, sweeping, scrubbing, and throwing away. Astrid had cleaned the bathroom, and no sign of the disgust had been left. She stood in the doorway, under the florescent bulb she'd found in one of the kitchen cabinets after the original one had burnt out. The counter was clean and cleared, the cabinets organized, and the shower several shades lighter.

A knock against the door called Hiccup from his bedroom, from his task of sorting laundry for that following morning's trip to the laundromat. "That should be dinner."

Astrid leaned against the doorway as Hiccup answered, paid the young deliveryman, and accepted his bag of Chinese food.

"Thanks, Scott," Hiccup said with a wave as he shut the door.

"Are you on first name basis with all the food delivery people?" Astrid asked with a grin. Her stomach had been whining for some time. The filth had inhibited her appetite, but now that the majority of it was gone, her stomach made its demands known.

"Nah, I had a class with him in college." Hiccup sat the bag down on the table he had once used for paint. "Good kid. Really smart, but terrible with people. He taught me math and I taught him how to talk to people."

"Good trade off?"

"I passed, so I guess so."

Astrid watched him divide the contents of the bag, two plastic boxes with steamed lids, two forks, two fortune cookies, two cups of sweet and sour, and a bag of crab ragoon. It smelled amazing, and Astrid fought to keep her watering mouth from becoming drool.

"How often do you eat out?" Astrid asked. She'd seen a good number of fast food remains, including Chinese.

"Recently? A lot. I'm not a cook and it's easier."

"And expensive." Astrid remembered him saying that paint didn't come cheap, and living as a starving artist meant sacrificing a few meals now and them, hence the 'starving' part. Hiccup seemed to sense this thought, and paused. He worked the lid from his container with his bottom lip between his teeth. After a long moment, she asked "What's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong," Hiccup said quickly. He rolled his shoulders and forked his rice. "I've got a little more wiggle room in the financial department, that's all."

Astrid sat down on the floor, on the opposite side of the little table. "From not buying certain recreations?"

He laughed, nervous and unsure. "Yeah, that too. I sold a couple of paintings."

"That's amazing!"

He smiled, that timid, awkward side of him showing. "They were all of you."

She took a bite, and the thought of her naked self hanging in a stranger's house emerged. The thought must had mirrored on her face, because Hiccup's uncertainty turned downcast. "So…I'm basically famous?"

He chuckled, "You could look at it that way. I didn't ask what they were going to do with the paintings, I assumed they'd hang it up like a normal person."

"Just think, somewhere right now, someone is starting at me." She said it with humor, but it didn't stop the slight unease. "It's probably in the bathroom, right across from the toilet."

"Or, you know, in the bedroom."

"Is that's where you hang your naked pictures?"

"Yes, it is."

They laughed. They talked over the food, of nothing and somethings, of downs and ups. The sun lowered and vanished and not a thought came into her mind as they put the half-eaten Chinese into the fridge. Not a thought came to worry or stress as she fell with him into his cleaned bed, into the sheets that would be washed that next morning. Not a thought came to bother until the intrusive ringing of her cell phone echoed through the house.
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**Chapter 5: Next**

Astrid took a deep breath upon waking, and squinted her eyes at the smell. Blue sheets greeted her; the night before came back. Hiccup's sheets had not been washed yet, and smelled like they hadn't been washed since the last time she's slept in them. Hiccup still slept beside her, sound as a rock, with one arm throw over her waist. His fingers were tucked underneath her side.

He held her bare back against his bare chest, and exhaled warm, moist breath onto her neck. Astrid wanted to stay just like this, in his arms, as long as she could, but couldn't ignore the rancid smell of the sheets. She rolled to get her nose away from it, and woke up Hiccup in the process. His lazy, sleepy eyes flickered open, and a warm smile stretched his lips. Astrid rolled onto her back, and further into his chest. Hiccup tightened his embrace, pulling her closer, snuggling into her pillow-messed hair. The remains of his beard tickled her temple.

"Good morning," he mumbled to her temple, and then left a lingering kiss.

"Good morning," she said back.

He kissed his way down her face, to her lips. She snaked her arms around his neck, around his shoulders, adoring the way he fit against her. She ruffled his hair, stretched her fingers through his locks. He needed a cut, but she didn't mind in that moment. Hiccup kissed her cheek, her jaw, her neck, and she moved to give him better space, tugging on his hair.

"Hm," Astrid hummed to his cheek. His hands searched her body beneath the sheets, less feverish than they had the night before. Tenderness returned to his fingertips, the desire to know it all, to see it all. She wanted to see like he saw, the colors and wonders of the world.

She felt his primal excitement return, and she moved with him to situate themselves accordingly. He pushed inside of her slowly, a deliberate, important stroke, and retreated with the same unhurried care. He breathed onto her neck, each breath a gasp upon entrance, a sigh with his withdrawal. Astrid matched his easy rhythm, bucking her hips into his, feeling the slow, torturous pleasure building between them.

Hiccup took his time, building it like he painted; each stroked counted, added, and meant something. He kissed her cheek again and again, a few times on her lips. Astrid felt the burn in her hips from the motion, the ache starting in her thighs. She didn't consider herself out of shape, but she wasn't used to this motion. She'd never realized how much of a workout sex could be.

It came closer, and at last Hiccup sped up his pace. She tried to keep up, but kept missing. Hiccup didn't say a word about it, only kissed her cheek. She came, and collapsed underneath him, hands grasping hold of his shoulders as his name passed her lips with a gasp. He shuddered, his arms gave out, and down he came onto the bed, panting and gasping beside her.

Astrid forced her body onto her side. "I could get used to morning sex."

"I could too," he said with a tired smile. "What are you doing tomorrow morning? Say around nine?"

Astrid laughed; tomorrow felt far away. She scooted closer to him, but a distant chirp halted the words on her tongue.

"What's that?"

Astrid sat up, not minding the blanket as it fell to her waist. "My phone."

Hiccup sighed as Astrid stood. She crossed her arms over her chest as she walked into the living room where her purse pocket glowed and chirped. Mom.

Astrid answered it tentatively. "Hi, Mom."

"Oh, thank god!" her mother burst from the other side. Someone spoke in the background that sounded like her father. "Where the hell are you?"

"Oh, I'm…I went into the city last night."

Her mother made a sound somewhere between a scoff and a snort. "In my car?"

"Yes."

She made the sound again, angrier. "Why didn't you call me? I would have said yes."

"It wasn't a plan, it was a whim thing." Astrid sighed, but it was too late to do it away from the phone. She knew her mother had heard it. Hiccup's hands reached for her hips. His palms flatted against her hipbones, and he pressed himself against her.

"I don't care what it was. You couldn't have called me in the time it took you to drive down? You had hours!" Mom shouted, and someone said something in the background, closer than before but still too far away. "I know that, Lawrence. She should have called."

"Mom, I'm sorry," Astrid said, looking at Hiccup, hoping the announcement of her mother on the other side would silence him until the call was over. "I should have called."

"Yes you should have. I was worried sick! I was just about to call the police! I got home last night, my car was gone, you were gone, and no note or anything."

"Why didn't she call you then?" Hiccup whispered.

Her mother inhaled, and Astrid held her breath. She quickly started to speak, "I thought about it, but-"

"Who is that?" her mother asked quickly. "I heard someone else talking. Where are you?"

Astrid hesitated; she'd never been good at lies on the spot. "I'm at a friend's house. We met when I was visiting Grandma."

"A boy?"

Astrid started to speak, but words came out stammered and short. "N-No."

"Astrid," her mother said sternly, her warning tone in full force. "You drove my car to the city to see a boy?"

Her silence gave her away.

"That's outrageous!"

Whatever else she said, Astrid didn't hear it. She pulled the phone away from her ear, and said "I'll be back later. Love you, bye."

She hung up.

"I guess it's safe to say your mother doesn't like me." Hiccup laughed, a half-shrug in his shoulders. The bones moved underneath his freckled skin, showing of his small but acute muscles.

"She's just surprised." Astrid dropped her phone back into her purse, bending forward purposefully, and lingered to fasten the phone back into its assigned pocket, screen turned away. Hiccup's hands rested on her hips, rubbing small circles on her lower back. Astrid stood, and turned around in his arms. "She'll get over it."

"Are you sure?"

Astrid smiled. "Yeah. I've pissed Mom off enough to know the drill. Give her space, nod and look guilty, and she'll get over it in about a week, depending on the severity of the crime. I snuck out in high school and she caught me sneaking back in the next morning, and grounded me for two months. She'd forgotten about it that next weekend."

"You snuck out?" Hiccup grinned. "To do what? Midnight gallivants? Secret boyfriends? Is this a trend of yours I should worry about?"

Astrid smiled. "The first one, maybe. I'd go with some friends and we'd drink beer by the river. There's still bottles on the bottom. That's where I learned to take shots."

"Really?" Hiccup's eyes widened. "You country kids and your kicks."

"Oh? What did you do for fun in high school?"

Hiccup grinned wider, mischievous. "We painted on public property."

"Graffiti?"

"Yes, technically, but we painted nice things. Most of the time. I drew a very nice pair of boobs on the back once. They painted over it, but when the sun shines just right you can still see them." Hiccup brushed her hair out of the way, and glanced down at her breasts. "They weren't as nice as yours, though."

"Damn straight," Astrid said, and he laughed, and she laughed, too.

Hiccup ordered breakfast from a café a few blocks away, a family-owned joint with delivery, and he and Astrid spent twenty of their forty minutes making slow love in the shower. She'd guess him right as a butt person. She bent forward, hands on the cleaned tile, water rushing down her hair, curtaining her face, running in rivets down her back, as Hiccup held her by the hips.

Hiccup got out of the shower first, and Astrid followed him. He pulled on the cleanest clothes he had, and she dressed in the same clothes she'd worn the day before. She hadn't lied when she'd told her mother that this had been a whim. While Astrid towel-dried her hair as best she could, Hiccup set up a mock-romantic dinner table in the living room, complete with candles and couch cushion seating.

"Look at you," Astrid said at the table. She wove her wet hair into a braid. "So debonair."

"I do have a certain charm," Hiccup said with a crooked smile, and a wink. "All I need is a top hat, right?"

She pictured him in one; his hair looked odd underneath it. "With your hair slicked back, a tailored suit…yeah, I could see you on the deck of Titanic."

"As a survivor."

"Women and children did go first."

The food arrived, and they sat down at the little table. They ate in a semi-silence, both too busy to make conversation until the plates had been depleted.

"So, I applied for a job at the school." Hiccup adjusted his plastic fork and knife.

"Oh? What kind?"

"Teaching."

"Teaching what?"

"Art."

"Makes sense. You're good at it. I'd let you teach me about art."

He blushed. "I-It's a steady income, and I could use it. It looks a lot better on paper than artist, which is just another world for unemployed, as my father likes to remind me."

"Do you think you'll get it?"

"I think I have a shot. A lot of the liberal arts people already know me, and I'd like to think a lot of them like me. I did a summer class there last year, a workshop type thing, but it was only an eight week contract."

"Liberal arts?" Astrid said the words carefully. "This job at the university?"

"Yeah."

"Oh," Astrid leaned forward, mischievous grin. "Did I ever tell you that I've got a soft spot for the professor type?"

He blushed, and cough-laughed. "Really?"

"Mm-hm. And, I didn't know this until recently, I've got a thing for dorks, too."

He blushed harder. "Well, I'm just nailing them all, aren't I?"

"You're doing good."

"What else are you into? As long as it's not the muscle-guy, sporty dude, or the whiz kid I'm still good."

Astrid laughed; Hiccup had unknowingly described Eret. "Nope. What about you? Got any fetishes you'd like to share?"

"None that I'd like to share."

Astrid hesitated. "Why not? Is it one of _those_?"

"Yes, nothing makes me happier than _that_."

"Ah," Astrid said, leaning back from the table, pretending to study him for some pretend fetish, while trying to think of some awkward thing. Hiccup beat her to it.

"I'm talking about elbows, what are you talking about?"

"Elbows, of course," Astrid laughed, unable to hold it in.

Hiccup laughed, too, a light and pleasant sound. "I don't think I have any fetishes like that. I've never been into the goth girls. They freak me out."

"Well there's goes my fishnets."

"Hey," Hiccup said, holding his hand out. His eyes slid along her legs. "Let's not get hasty. I'm sure there are other ways to wear those." He cleared his throat. "If I'm a dorky professor, what does that make you?"

"The dorky professor's girlfriend?"

Hiccup blushed, and smiled. He tried several times to stop, but he couldn't push his lips downward. "I-I guess so."

"I don't know what I'd call me. What would you?"

Hiccup inhaled, eyes on her face. "You're the girl every guy wishes he could find."

"What kind of girl is that?" She felt the blush in her own cheeks, but she ignored it.

"Amazing." Hiccup's smile fell. "You're cool, smart, witty, pretty, friendly, nice, a little pushy. You say it like it is, not like how it should be. You don't tell me what you think I want to hear, but how it is. You don't lie or gossip. I think. Do you?"

"Not intentionally."

"Any guy would have to be crazy to let you go."

Astrid bit her lip, and looked down at her empty plate. "You did."

"I did not. I couldn't. I tried to, but couldn't. I would have gone after you if I'd known where to look. I would have stormed into your grandmother's house and demanded your location, or asked nicely. I would have hunted you down if I could have."

"Berk's not very big."

"I know," Hiccup said, eyes downcast. "I don't have a car, either, and I don't have awesome friends to drive me to find a girl."

Astrid blushed again. His intense, serious stare drove needles into her chest, pegging her heart and shaking her entire being.

"I should have done more," he said. "Astrid, I was losing my mind without you. If you hadn't come to me, I-I don't know what would have happened." Hiccup crawled around the table to her, and grabbed her hands in his. "You came back to me, and I can't tell you how amazed, and grateful I am for you. You do something to me that I can't explain. I don't want to be away from you again."

She'd never witnessed such a confession. She'd never felt such an array of emotions. Hiccup sat on his knees beside her, holding her hands, looking like he felt the world on his shoulders, felt what she felt, but worse.

"Hiccup," Astrid said, but stopped. Words didn't make sense. She tugged her hands out of his, and threw herself around his neck. He wrapped his arms tight around her.

"I love you," he said to her hair. "You don't have to say it back, it's fine. It's really soon to say it, but it's true. I love you."


End file.
